Laudatio Karin Knorr Cetina by Vanderstraeten, Raf
S A R T O N I A N A
Volume 33
2016
Editors:  Robert  Rubens and Maarten Van Dyck 
Sa r ton  Cha i r  of  the  H i s to ry  of  S c iences 
Ghent  Un iver s i t y,  Be lg ium
S A R T O N I A N A
Volume 27
2014
Editors :  Robert  Rubens and Maarten Van Dyck
Sarton Chai r  of  H is tory  of  Sc iences
Ghent  Univers i ty
sarton2014.book  Page 3  Wednesday, October 15, 2014  3:24 PM
Sartoniana, Gent, Belgium
Ghent University




Mirto Print cvba-so Drongen
Niets uit deze uitgave mag worden verveelvoudigd en/of openbaar gemaakt door middel van 
druk, fotokopie, microfilm of op welke andere wijze ook, zonder voorafgaande schriftelijke 
toestemming van de uitgeverij.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, by print, photoprint, microfilm, or any 
other means without prior written permission form the publishers.
13
Laudatio Karin Knorr Cetina
R  Vanderstraeten
It is a pleasure and an honour to be able to introduce the inaugural lecture 
of Professor Karin Knorr Cetina as the new George Sarton Professor for 
History of Science. Let me start with a few general remarks.
The nineteenth century, the century in which George Sarton was born, was 
a dynamic century, certainly for the field of science. This field grew quick-
ly. A variety of new scientific institutions, including Ghent University, 
were established in the first half of the nineteenth century. Specialization 
also became the driving force within the field of science. Many new spe-
cializations emerged – some of them disappeared again, but many survived 
and thrived. The social sciences are largely a product of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Think, for example, of Auguste Comte, whose Cours de Philosophie 
Positive, published in the 1830s and early 1840s, presented a systematic 
plan for the organization of science, in which sociology was prominently 
included. Think of Adolphe Quetelet, another famous alumnus of this uni-
versity and in fact its first Doctor scientiae, who, around the same period of 
time, devoted much time and energy to the elaboration of, what he called, 
physique sociale or social physics. 
It is only near the end of the nineteenth century that the social sciences 
became academic fields of study, that is fields of study embedded within 
academic or university systems. The Department of Sociology (or Social 
Science) of the University of Chicago, arguably the most famous depart-
ment of sociology in the world, and the Department of which Karin Knorr 
Cetina currently is the Chair, was founded in 1892. In Brussels, the indus-
trial chemist and ‘enlightened’ politician Ernest Solvay founded in 1894 
the Institut des Sciences Sociales. A few years later, he tried to make a new 
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start. He had an art nouveau building constructed that was to house a new 
Institut de Sociologie Solvay.
Solvay had far-reaching scientific and social ambitions. He founded and 
financed two other research institutes in Brussels: one for physiology, and 
one for physics. He acquired considerable international fame with these in-
itiatives: among the participants of the first Solvay Conference on Physics 
in Brussels in 1911, for example, were scholars such as Marie Curie, Max 
Planck and Albert Einstein. Solvay hoped to play a similar role with regard 
to the development of sociology. His prestigious Institut de Sociologie was 
constructed near Solvay’s institute of physiology. The building and its lo-
cation expressed the importance Solvay accorded to sociology around the 
turn of the century; sociologists and natural scientists were to be treated on 
the same footing. 
In this time period and in this milieu, Sarton matured intellectually. His 
own scientific ambitions clearly display the influences of this milieu. When 
he founded the journal Isis in 1913, in Ghent, he was concerned about 
the growing specialization in science. In his view, the history of  science 
had to provide a trait d’union between the increasing number of scientific 
specializations; it had to shed light on the various interactions and inter-
dependences, on the many commonalities, on “all the bonds that unite the 
different sciences”. Somewhat paradoxically, he claimed that a new spe-
cialization – the history of science – was able to counteract the increasing 
specialization and differentiation within the system of science. But he also 
believed that this new field of study had to be an interdisciplinary one. He 
spoke of the history of science as a “psycho-sociological investigation” 
(Sarton, 1913, p. 9, p. 12). Even in 1952, only a few years before his death, 
the Harvard Professor Sarton still referred to what he called “my sociology 
of science” (Sarton, 1952, p. 94).
In the twentieth and twenty-first century, processes of scientific speciali-
zation have not come to a stop, quite to the contrary. In fields, such as the 
history or the sociology of science, much research is conducted about the 
ways in which science has become organized in different specializations 
and disciplines. As before, much work in the “psycho-sociological” history 
of science is undertaken with an interest in understanding the  consequences 
of the main structural divisions within the field of science.
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Many of the contributions, which Karin Knorr Cetina has made in a pe-
riod of about five decades, are linked with, but also question this interest 
in the outcomes of scientific specialization. Instead of dealing with the 
products of scientific knowledge, Karin Knorr Cetina has invested much 
work in analyzing the production of scientific knowledge. She has primar-
ily drawn attention to the questions of (a) how we know what we know 
and (b) how how we know what we know has started to change the world 
we live in. In the opening pages of Epistemic Cultures, her highly influ-
ential  monograph, which first appeared 20 years ago, and which probably 
presents her approach most comprehensively, she speaks of her ambition 
to shed light on the ways science is practiced in “the deep social spaces of 
modern institutions” (Knorr Cetina, 1999, p. 2). The book itself presents a 
detailed study of two epistemic cultures, and, more particularly, two scien-
tific laboratory cultures, one in high energy physics and one in molecular 
biology. This detailed study is built upon lengthy periods of direct obser-
vation in different laboratories. It shows how different epistemic cultures 
determine how we know what we know and how our scientific knowledge 
determines how we organize the labs we use to do science. Karin Knorr 
Cetina’s work is focused on contemporary settings. But it has been imme-
diately evident that her approach is opening up new avenues which might 
also inform historical studies into the genesis of particular epistemic cul-
tures, of particular ways of producing scientific knowledge. 
In Epistemic Cultures, and much other work, Karin Knorr Cetina is also 
interested in the ways scientific expertise is changing the world we live 
in (see also Knorr-Cetina, 1981). It has become common to speak of the 
“knowledge society”, the “expert society”, or the “risk society”. These la-
bels signal an awareness with the impact of knowledge on society as a 
whole or specific parts of it. In this regard, too, Karin Knorr Cetina does 
not treat scientific expertise as a product that is exported and changes 
 society. She rather opens the black box, and looks at the ways in which 
different scientific devices are used in different social configurations. She 
looks at the ways in which knowledge is practiced in specific settings, 
how the world is “reconfigured” in specific epistemic settings. In her 
more recent research, Karin Knorr Cetina has particularly looked at how 
new communication media allow for new ways of presenting and dealing 
with information, and how the increasing relevance of scientific expertise 
brings in new classes of actors and leads to new types of social relations. 
Changes in the social networks upon which our world is built are closely 
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entangled with changes in the kind of expertise that is used to make sense 
of this world. I believe that Karin Knorr Cetina will today share with us 
some of her recent research about an increasingly important social sector, 
which not only has come to rely heavily on specific expert representations 
of the outside world, but which has also gone through and caused much 
social turbulence, namely financial markets. 
The career of Karin Knorr Cetina spans about half a century. It connects 
different disciplines, especially anthropology and sociology. It also con-
nects two continents – Europe and the US. She has worked at academic 
institutions in, among others, Vienna, Bielefeld and Konstanz, as well as 
Princeton and Chicago. Her publications have been reprinted in readers 
with so-called “classical texts” in different fields of studies; her work on 
science has become part of the canon in science studies. The many hon-
ours and rewards, which Karin Knorr Cetina has received in the course of 
the last decades, among which the John Desmond Bernal Distinguished 
Contribution to the Field Award from the Society for Social Studies of 
Science, are also testimony to the broad impact of her approach. Given her 
international and interdisciplinary background and orientation, moreover, 
I cannot imagine a better choice for the George Sarton Chair for History 
of Science. 
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